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You might not see it at first, but this gospel is a perfect example of global mission.  It’s a great example of ministry beyond the bounds of our areas of experience and understanding.

 First of all, Jesus is male and the Samaritan is a female.  In Jesus’ time, for a woman and a man who were not related to be talking together unattended would be very inappropriate.  This is especially so when the man was a rabbi, someone expected to be above board, and the woman was… well, less then admirable.  This is another difference between them: Jesus is a teacher and leader in the faith community, and the woman has an extremely questionable home life.  The author of John is so careful to let us know that she’s at the well at noon; most people go to the well in the morning, when it’s cooler, and they can socialize with others.  She’s there in the heat of the day, when there will be no one to chastise her or gossip about her.   When we hear about her personal life, we realize why that might be.
Finally, he is a Jew and she is a Samaritan .  This is the biggest difference between them, in spite of everything else.  Jews and Samaritans are actually like distant cousins, both in race and in religion.  The Samaritans are sort of an off-shoot of the Jewish people.  They intermarried with other people and had different worship practices that developed over time.  For instance, as the woman mentions to Jesus, the Jews worship at the temple in Jerusalem, while the Samaritans worship at their temple on Mount Gerazim.    While you’d think their similarities would be enough to keep them together, you’d be wrong.  Their differences are a wedge driven between them.  After all, you never disagree with anyone more than you do with family.  A Jew and a Samaritan are not only not supposed to be talking – they really should be fighting.

Gender, repute, heritage – there are some significant cultural differences between  Jesus and this woman.  There are reasons why they don’t quite seem to be getting each other.  And yet, in spite of it all, something incredible happens.  The woman begins to understand that Jesus could truly be the Messiah.  She tells her neighbors to come and see – and in spite of the kind of woman she is, or what they think about her, they come.  They come, and they hear Jesus speak, and they ask him to stay among them.  They hear his words, and they come to believe in him not just because of what someone else has said, but because they have seen and heard and believed for themselves.  In spite of all the differences and challenges and obstacles, they believe.

“The hour is coming,” Jesus says, “and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth”.  For this woman, and for her whole town, nothing could stand in the way of the truth of God.  It no longer matters who you are, or where you worship, or what you’ve done with your life until this point.  What matters is throwing yourself completely into worship of the one true God, our Father, the Creator, whom we worship in spirit and in truth.

We remind ourselves this morning that we worship in spirit and truth, which prevails in spite of differences.  We worship with a faith community of great variety.  We speak different languages, our skin is different colors, we live on different continents.  Sometimes, the differences between us in West St. Paul and our sisters and brothers in Guatemala and Tanzania are so huge that it can feel difficult to talk to each other.  And yet, in spite of the huge cultural barriers, Jesus is preached.  Faith is built.  People believe and lives are changed and the Holy Spirit explodes into lives and relationships and communities, and we worship together in spirit and in truth, no matter where we live.

As we worship this morning, my heart is with Shukuru Msigwa.  She is the evangelist at Igumbilo, one of the preaching points connected with our companion congregation of Ipogoro in Tanzania.  Shukuru and I have a lot in common – in particular, we are both young women in pastoral ministry.  But she is almost 10 years younger than me.  We don’t speak each others’ language.  She is as dark as I am pale.  When I met her, she was wearing a blanket on her head to shield her from the sun as she hacked away at the grass with a kind of machete.  The differences between us are astounding.

And yet, she welcomed me into her congregation.  Some of you have been to Igumbilo or have heard of it –it’s the last of the mud-walled, thatched-roof church buildings.  The pews are low mud benches, and the windows are just openings in the cracked-walls.  We prayed together, we sang together, and we even danced together – and if you knew what a terrible dancer I am, you’d understand how much my dancing cracked Shukuru up.  We worshiped together not in common language or culture, but in spirit and truth.

Igumbilo as you may have known it is no more.  Heavy rains washed away the building earlier this year, leaving the worshippers there with no place to call their church home.  However, as soon as we learned what had happened, we also learned that a donation had been made to start building a temporary structure to worship in, which would later become Shukuru’s home when a better church was built.  We just learned this week that the building is already completed, and the people of Igumbilo already have a church building in which to worship.  Through hard work, financial support, dedicated prayer, Shukuru will be able to have worship with the congregation again, in a building of their own.
We must be able to support our partners in Ipogoro and San Agustin as they keep doing God’s work in sometimes very difficult circumstances.  No matter how big the differences between us, we are united with them in spirit and truth.  Next week, we will invite you to bring forward an offering for Augustana’s Global Mission, and we are praying that at least 475 of you will be moved to bring at least $50,000 to support our mutual ministry.  We already have one gift of $5,000.  Pastor Aune and his wife Janis will offer $1,000; my husband Chris and I will bring $200; and our intern Brad and his wife Jula will give $60.  We welcome you to join us in whatever way you can.  Please talk and pray together as you discern how you can financially support this ministry.  Whatever you have to give, it is vitally important.
Through our gifts, we worship God in spirit and in truth.  We worship in spirit with our brothers and sisters a world away, who we may never know but whom we can affect so deeply with our generosity.  We worship in truth through concrete gifts of love, service, and money that change lives in ways we can only imagine.  We overcome cultural division, proving to ourselves and to others that we are united by our faith more potently than any difference of color, race, language, society, or nationality.  The hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.  May the Father move you to greater love and generosity for the good of your neighbor, no matter where your neighbor is.  Thanks be to God.
